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PROLOGUE

 

The year is 2057.

Magic has returned to the earth after an absence of many thousands of years. What the Mayan calendar called the Fifth World has given way to the Sixth, a new cycle of magic, marked by the waking of the great dragon Ryumyo in the year 2011. The Sixth World is an age of magic and technology. An  Awakened age.

The rising magic has caused the earth to Awaken. The archaic races have re-emerged. Metahumanity. First came the elves, tall and slender with pointed ears and almond eyes. They were born to human parents just as were dwarfs shortly thereafter. Then later came the orks and the trolls, some born changed, like elves and dwarfs, but others goblinized—transformed from human form into their true nature as the rising magic activated their DNA. Manifesting as larger bodies, heavily muscled with tusked mouths and warty skin.

Even the most ancient and intelligent of beings, the great dragons, have come out of their long hiding. Only a few of these creatures are known to exist, and most of them have chosen a life of isolation and secrecy. But some, able to assume human form, have integrated themselves into the affairs of metahumanity. They have used their ancient intellect, their powerful magic, and their innate cunning to ascend to positions of power. One is known to own and run Saeder-Krupp—the largest megacorporation in the world. Another—Dunkelzahn—claims to seek the improvement of the metahuman condition and has just been elected to the presidency of the United Canadian and American States.

The Sixth World is a far cry from the mundane environment of the Fifth. It is exotic and strange, a paradoxical blend of the scientific and the arcane. The advance of technology has reached a feverish pace. The distinction between man and machine is becoming blurred by the advent of direct neural interfacing. Cyberware. Machine and computer implants are commonplace, making metal of flesh, pulsing electrons into neurons at the speed of thought. People of the Sixth World are a new breed—stronger, smarter, faster. Less human.

The Matrix has grown like a phoenix out of the ashes of the old global computer network. A virtual world of computer-generated reality has emerged, a universe of electrons and CPU cycles controlled and manipulated by those with the fastest cyberdecks, with the hottest new code.

It is an era where information is power, where data and money are one and the same. Multinational megacorporations have replaced superpower governments as the true forces on the planet. In a world where cities have grown into huge sprawls of concrete and steel, walled-off corporate enclaves and massive arcologies have superseded two-car garages, vegetable gardens, and white picket fences. The megacorps exploit masses of wageslaves for the profit of a lucky and ruthless few. 

But in the shadows of the mammoth corporate arcologies, live the SINless. Those without System Identification Numbers are not recognized by the machinery of society, by the bureaucracy that has grown so massive and complex that nobody understands it completely. Among the SINless are the shadowrunners, traffickers in stolen data and hot information, mercenaries of the street—discreet, effective, and untraceable.

The Sixth World is full of surprises, not the least of which is the recent election of the great, gregarious dragon, Dunkelzahn, to the presidency of the United Canadian and American States. Never before has a great dragon been elected to run a country. Never before have so many been so polarized about the results. Many people are ecstatic, enthusiastic, and optimistic about Dunkelzahn’s ability to bring hope and faith back into their lives. But just as many are envious and resentful, full of hatred toward the wyrm.

As the magic level continues its inexorable rise, Dunkelzahn has attracted a great many enemies with his high-profile campaign. Some think he has gained too much power. Some are afraid of what he might do next.
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CHAPTER ONE

 

The ancient amusement park tower stuck into the Texas sky like a rusty needle, its tip piercing the sliver of the low-hanging moon. A presence climbed the scarred metal ladder of the long-dead tower in silence and darkness, a droplet of black ink moving against gravity. A shadow, unnoticed in the night.

A hundred meters up, Ryan Mercury clipped his safety harness to a metal rung and took several deep breaths to center himself. Ryan was large for a human, just over two meters tall and weighing in at a dense 130 kilos, all of it well-conditioned muscle, magically enhanced and accelerated flesh. No cyber, no bio. Not so much as a datajack for this chummer.

Ryan’s coppery red hair was tucked into the skin-tight black hood of his plycra nightsuit. He was deep under cover behind the Aztlan border, and if discovered would be tortured and killed. His olive skin was painted in monochromatic black and white to hide the shadows of his face—the recognizable shape of his sharp nose, the hewn angle of his jawbone, the glint of his silver-flecked blue eyes. He leaned slightly against his harness, testing its strength.

The heat of the night air baked around him, bringing a prickle of sweat to his brow. Trying to ignore it, he studied the scene down below through his night binoculars.

Far beneath him, down the hill from the tower he had climbed, work crews excavated the bottom of the lake. Underwater lights glowed below the crystal clear water, twenty meters down. Crews in wetsuits and submarines dug and cleared away the limestone, vacuuming out the silt as it was stirred up by the trenchers.

Where is it? he thought. Did they really find one?

Then Ryan saw it, a smooth black surface, unmarred and perfect. The submarines cleaned the river dirt and blasted rock from the obsidian glass as he watched. The rock seemed to absorb the light from the flood lamps, leaving nothing to reflect. And, as the crews continued, Ryan saw the rock take shape. Its edge was perfectly flat, cut like a gemstone, and obviously created by man or some other sentience, before being buried here long ago. This was no naturally occurring rock. And it was huge, at least ten meters on a side, and seemed to be diamond-shaped, though Ryan had no idea what it would look like once they’d finished the excavation.

Ryan’s gut sank as he watched. I’d better tell Dunkelzahn, he thought. The dragon will want to know right away. Even if this is inauguration night.

Dunkelzahn had sent Ryan here on the suspicion that Aztechnology—the corporation that owned the Aztlan government—was searching for a Locus. A Locus, as far as Ryan understood it, was an ancient and extremely powerful magical lens that channeled arcane energies through manalines.

Ryan was Dunkelzahn’s most trusted undercover operative. The dragon himself had orchestrated Ryan’s instruction into the magic of body motion and the senses, teaching him the powers of a physical adept. Dunkelzahn had shown Ryan the Silent Way—the path of stealth and disguise. Of crucial action behind the scenes.

Ryan’s current mission was explicit, not subject to interpretation. “If you discover that Darke has found a Locus,” Dunkelzahn had said, “you must contact me immediately. Understand, Ryanthusar? Immediately.”

Ryan wasn’t absolutely certain that this black stone was really a Locus, but it matched the description Dunkelzahn had given him. Close enough to give him the chills when he looked at it. And Ryan never questioned Dunkelzahn’s instructions. Never.

Which means I make contact now, he thought. Regardless of the fact that it puts me at great risk.

Ryan put his binoculars back into his belt case, then he tipped his wrist toward him and punched up the private LTG number for Black Angel, also known as Carla Brooks—Dunkelzahn’s head of security. She would know how to connect him with Dunkelzahn.

After a moment Brooks answered, her voice hushed and urgent. “Quicksilver, is that you?”

His wristphone would have transmitted his identity. “Yes.”

“Verify.”

Ryan punched an encryption code into his wristphone.

“Thank you. Our decker reports this line is clean.”

“Good, Black Angel. Connect me with Dark Tooth, I must speak with him immediately.”

“This is a bad time. Dark Tooth is otherwise occupied.”

“It’s urgent.”

“It better be.”

Ryan looked back down to the excavation site, to the encampment of security forces and military armament next to the river. “I’m in a vulnerable position, Black Angel,” he said. His gaze tracked from the encampment up to the step-pyramid teocalli that overlooked the water. “I wouldn’t have called if it wasn’t extremely important.”

Brooks sighed. “Frag,” she said. “All right, I’ll connect you.”

Ryan understood her reluctance. Nobody wanted the task of interrupting a great dragon—regardless of what he was doing, regardless of the importance.

The background hiss grew louder as Brooks patched him through. He could hear the white noise of loud conversation, music, and celebration. “Ryanthusar?” came the voice of a human male with a nondescript accent, but the overlay indicated that this human was speaking through Dunkelzahn’s phone. For security purposes, the video was blanked.

The dragon must be in human form for the inauguration ceremonies. “Master, I have to report. I think Darke has unearthed a Locus.”

The noise of conversation dulled, then subsided into the background as Ryan heard the click of a closing door. Dunkelzahn’s voice was clearer now, “Where are you?”

“San Marcos, forty klicks south of the CAS border in Austin.”

“That is a likely junction,” Dunkelzahn said. “Describe the item to me.”

Ryan told him of the lake, emerging crystal clear from springs, water like liquid glass. He told the dragon of the work crews and the heavy security that surrounded the site, and he described what he could see of the huge rock. Its smooth surface like a geometric black hole, sucking in light.

“Quickly look at its aura, Ryanthusar. Tell me what you see.”

Ryan stared down at the scene below. He focused for a second, concentrating on the shift of perception into the astral plane. Physical objects blurred, the black and gray of the night images giving way to the brilliantly colored landscape of the astral. Life force gave off light in the astral plane—auras that were unique to each creature and object. Magical creatures and items were the brightest, but everything had an aura of some sort.

The aura of the Locus was distorted slightly by the living matter in the water above it, but still it was unmistakable. The rock glowed dully, a deep violet, and across its surface shone a tracery of gold lines. That was orichalcum, a massive quantity if those veins passed through the whole stone. The gold veins pulsed, glowing brightly before subsiding again. A moment later they pulsed once more, a very slow beat, like the heart of a sleeping giant. And as Ryan described the rock to Dunkelzahn, the dragon’s questions grew more and more urgent.

Ryan had never heard Dunkelzahn so obviously disturbed by anything. The dragon had always been inquisitive and calm, a concerned observer without being reactionary. Only lately had he shown genuine urgency. It was as though something seriously scared him, a notion that was preposterous to Ryan. What could he possibly be afraid of?  Whatever it was must be extremely powerful.

“The device as you describe it,” Dunkelzahn said, “is not fully active, but it may soon be so.” Ryan heard the dragon take a slow breath. “Here’s what you will do,” Dunkelzahn continued. “Return immediately and talk with Black Angel. Instructions from me will await you. I will not have time to meet with you personally, but this next assignment will be the most important of your life.”

Another voice cut in. “Excuse me, sir, but I’ve detected a delay glitch in the transmission.” It was Jane-in-the-box, the decker who was monitoring the connection to ensure confidentiality. “We are no longer secure. Repeat, we are not secure.”

Dunkelzahn finished, “The fate of our world rides on this next mission of yours, Ryanthusar. Be careful and do not fail me.”

“Of course.”

“Faith and luck go with you, my child,” Dunkelzahn said, and he disconnected.

Ryan was stunned. The fate of the world? Frag me, Dunkelzahn, what does that mean?

Ryan might’ve chalked up what Dunkelzahn had said to the melodrama of the moment—the dragon was known to be melodramatic. But he had never been so with Ryan; Dunkelzahn had always been genuine with him.

In the distance, Ryan heard the rhythmic beat of an approaching helicopter. He sucked in a breath and glanced around. There it was, off to his left, an insectlike machine sweeping the area with its flood-light feeler brushing the ground. Back and forth. Approaching rapidly.

Time to fly.

Ryan unclipped his tether from the metal rung and placed his soft-booted feet on the outside of the ladder, holding himself in place with his hands. He slowly eased himself down, beginning a semi-controlled slide, using his feet to guide his fall. Using his magic to maintain perfect balance. He watched the ladder through his feet as his speed increased, growing and growing until the rungs sped past. His hands and feet grew hot from the friction as he plummeted, a controlled free fall. It was a hundred meters down and the wooded hillside below was pitch-black.

Ryan dropped, sliding like a droplet of black oil down the side of the old rusty needle as the rhythmic thunder of the helo’s blades grew louder and louder. The sweat on his neck grew chill as he fell, sending prickles over his skin. There was something pure about movement and magically enhanced physics. Something primal and ultimately satisfying, like sex.

The thrill within Ryan stepped up a notch as the column of light from the helo’s searchlight grazed the tower just above him. The helo’s engines roared in his ears, its wind cool and fresh over his falling body. Ryan concentrated. Only a few more seconds and he would be down, amid the cover of trees and undergrowth. The world flashed bright around him for an instant as the helo’s searchlight caught him. A freeze-frame microsecond. Then it went black again as he fell through the circle into the growing darkness.

They’re close, he thought. Too close.

His ears caught shouts from the helo, and the light scanned along the tower above him as the insect-machine pivoted back around to his side. They would pin him down in seconds.

Ryan concentrated as the concrete platform loomed up beneath him. He was going too fast to stop. Still, he increased the pressure of his feet and hands against the ladder to slow his descent. It wouldn’t be enough, but it might prevent him from breaking his legs. His heart resonated through him like a palpable drumbeat. One, gloved fingers gripping flaking metal. Two, hot dry wind slapping him in the face as he looked down and knew he was going too fast.

Three, they had him. Centered in the column of light.

Gunshots sputtered, the sound sharp as bullets ricocheted off the tower. Luckily, none hit home.

Got to get out of their slotting light.

Ryan kicked off from the ladder, pushing himself away as hard as he could. He jumped away from the tower, trying to get enough outward momentum to clear the raised concrete platform and land in the trees. Lurching out of the helo’s light, pivoting in the air in a desperate attempt, a last-ditch maneuver to escape. But he was falling too fast.

Like a droplet of black rain against the dark sky. Waiting for the impact, but not knowing how far he had to fall. Not knowing whether or not he was about to splatter against the unyielding earth.

Counting the beats of his heart before the end.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

She stood tall and beautiful, a goddess of alabaster and emerald. An elegant evening dress clung to her slender form like a sequined glove. Its color was deep green, almost black, and it shimmered as she moved. Her raven hair hung straight and full to her waist, and her eyes glinted green like deep-set emeralds. She smiled demurely, her seductive lips a pale burgundy. The sculpted shadows of her face highlighted her elven features—high cheekbones, a narrow nose, and ears that rose to a delicate point. All of it one hundred percent natural, no cosmetic or technological enhancements.

No artificial flavors or colors.

Her name was Nadja Daviar, and she was the voice of the great dragon Dunkelzahn. When she spoke, the mostly male crowd around her became entranced. Her voice was deep and resonant, smooth and silky, utterly accentless. Her speech was mesmerizing and musical, befitting a great dragon who was ancient beyond reckoning, supremely intelligent and wise. Charisma radiated from her, casting a spell over the gathering of politicians and megacorporate executives around her.

Nadja found herself feeling alone for the first time since before the inauguration. She wasn’t truly alone, of course, considering the press of metahumanity in the Watergate Hotel’s Grand Ballroom around her, most of whom wanted to get close to her and Dunkelzahn. No, Nadja felt alone because Dunkelzahn had excused himself a few minutes earlier, in the middle of a tango with her. They had moved so well together on the dance floor, the dragon superbly in command of his human form. The crowd had watched at first, awestruck. Then they had joined in.

It was Carla Brooks, Dunkelzahn’s chief of security, who had interrupted the dance so that Dunkelzahn could take a private telecom call. It must have been extremely important. Dunkelzahn graciously excused himself to find a private chamber, leaving Nadja alone in the midst of the many dancing couples. Feeling naked without the dragon’s thoughts in her head.

Normally, she spoke for him because he disliked assuming human form unless absolutely necessary. Like tonight. Now, she stood in the small crowd listening to Damien Knight speak. “Is that it for our new president then?” he asked. “I suppose he is getting on in years.” Knight paused for laughter from the other suits. Then he looked directly at Nadja, his hazel eyes boring into her. “How old is the president anyhow, Miss Daviar?”

Nadja gave Knight a smile, making a conscious effort to maintain the illusion of confidence. She suspected that he knew how much she disliked him, but this was a social occasion and the press was present. All the proper graces must hold true. “That’s confidential,” she said. “Dunkelzahn is a little sensitive about it, really. He keeps telling me he’s not a day over twenty-nine…thousand.”

All the men laughed, including Knight, but Nadja knew it was more political than genuine. Everyone around her was highly adept at the art of kissing hoop. And there certainly was no end of powerful targets in the ballroom tonight, huddled in tight groups amid the masses of the voting public who had shown up to celebrate Dunkelzahn’s victory and eat the free food.

The group around her was a Who’s Who of Ares Macrotechnology, all here because Ares had been a major contributor to Dunkelzahn’s election bid. Knight, who had helped Dunkelzahn choose Kyle Haeffner as his running mate, was the CEO of the megacorp, one of the six most powerful transnationals in the world. He stood just shorter than her two meters, and was broadly built, with salt and pepper hair and a rugged face that was quite attractive. A platinum-plated datajack gleamed discreetly on his temple, almost hidden under his perfectly coifed hair.

Next to Knight was his aide, a balding human of about forty-five, with blue eyes and a winning smile that seemed almost genuine. His name was Gerrold Watkins, and he paid close attention to everything Knight did, probably recording it via an internal video link.

Also present was Roger Soaring Owl, CEO of Knight Errant, a short man with a modest paunch and a slight rusty brown tint to his skin, indicating some Amerind blood. Soaring Owl had an excellent sense of humor, but he seemed inhibited by Knight’s presence as though he were playing lackey to the Ares president. Knight Errant was an Ares subsidiary, and Knight involved himself in its operations on a regular basis. Nadja had heard stories of friction between the two, and perhaps that knowledge, if true, could be of use to her at a later time, but she hadn’t seen any hint of it tonight.

On her other side and slightly behind her stood her own aide, Gordon Wu, carefully recording everything on his headware so that it could be analyzed later if need be. Promises made could not be accidentally forgotten, and even though Nadja’s memory was photographic, she didn’t take chances.

Nadja looked around the ballroom, secretly trying to catch sight of Dunkelzahn’s human form. She hoped he wouldn’t leave her stranded for too long; she hated having to make small talk with these corporate sharks. The Watergate Hotel’s ballroom was spacious and elegantly appointed. Thick curtains of purple velvet hung along the walls, and chandeliers of smoky crystal illuminated the chamber. At one end, a dais had been erected, and upon it stood a massive trideo display showing a recording of Dunkelzahn in his true form, giving his victory speech on election night.

Even the huge display couldn’t capture the dragon’s size as he crouched on the platform. His blue and silver scales shone under the spotlight, tendons and muscles sending a rainbow of colors across the screen as he adjusted his position and his scales rippled.

Nadja saw herself on the screens, standing in front of him, a tiny figure next to Dunkelzahn’s bulk. A necessary and crucial element of the show as she spoke the dragon’s words. She was his voice as he perched behind her and grinned as wide and full as Lewis Carroll’s Cheshire cat.

In the trideo, her voice rang out. “This is not my victory. It belongs to everyone who voted for what I represent—hope, progress, a brighter future for all of us. A new golden age.” The words were Dunkelzahn’s, but Nadja believed them as though they were her own. The dragon was the most noble creature she had ever met. Dunkelzahn wanted to make the world a better place, wanted to give hope to the downtrodden and cynical metahumans of this age. And he had a plan to make it happen. Nadja was totally committed to him, and she had grown to love the dragon. He was her closest friend.

Now, Nadja looked away from the trid screens and continued her discreet scan of the ballroom. She wasn’t used to being out of Dunkelzahn’s presence for very long and had grown quite attached to having his thoughts in her mind. Then she saw him emerging from one of the private anterooms. His presence was diminished somewhat in human form, but he radiated power nonetheless. It was almost a joke that secret servicemen swarmed around him, accompanied by the dragon’s own private security. Carla Brooks walked alongside, a tall, black-skinned elf who was in charge of the security arrangements.

His personal power far exceeds the combined strength of those forces, thought Nadja. But I suppose it just wouldn’t look right without the show of security. She smiled at the execs around her. “Please excuse me,” she said. “The president has returned.”

Dunkelzahn’s human form was striking without ostentation; he stood shorter than Nadja, and he had a broader build. He looked very young, perfectly proportioned, like Michaelangelo’s David, with olive skin and curly brown hair. Only his eyes betrayed his supernatural origin—metallic blue and silver with pupils that were unnaturally black, like pinpoint windows into a deep void. Nadja noticed that nobody would meet his gaze for long.

She felt his thoughts touch her as he stepped into the crowd and faced Damien Knight. I must take my leave of you, Nadjaruska. The dragon’s thoughts passed over her like a static charge, and she understood them, not as words, but as an extension of her conscious mind. She did not draw herself up and enter the trance-like state that allowed her to translate, but she had been with Dunkelzahn for many, many years; her mind and his had become connected.

Dunkelzahn spoke, his voice smooth and young, “I extend my thanks and gratitude to you, Damien. You are to be commended for such an exquisite celebration.”

Knight extended his hand. “You’re leaving so early?”

Dunkelzahn shook Knight’s hand, “I’m afraid something urgent has come up, and I must return to Prince Edward Island at once.”

“Goodbye then,” Knight said. “Congratulations once again.”

Dunkelzahn nodded, then took a brief moment to take his leave of the others. The secret servicemen cleared a path through the crowd in front of him as he made for the double doors.

Nadja followed on his heels, out of the noisy ballroom, down the escalators and into the lobby of the hotel. Beyond the crowd of trideo cameras and reporters, a limousine awaited on the curb, but Dunkelzahn stopped just outside the door.

He turned then and touched her on the shoulders. When he looked into her eyes, she saw sadness in the depths of his ancient ones. His thoughts entered her mind. I have received distressing news, Nadjaruska. News that I must act upon before our enemies destroy us. I will send for you in a few days.

Nadja simply nodded.

Until then, you will be my voice, Nadjaruska. Goodbye.

Dunkelzahn gave a photogenic smile to the crowd, then slid into the open door of the waiting limo. A secret serviceman closed it behind him, and the procession got underway. Two motorcycles in front, followed by a security limo, followed by Dunkelzahn’s limo. More police and secret service came behind.

Nadja stood stunned, the humid Washington air closing down on her. What was so urgent? Even though Dunkelzahn was given to sudden, unannounced departures, Nadja had grown accustomed to participating in his decisions, especially in the recent months as she had managed his presidential campaign.

Carla Brooks stepped up beside Nadja as the trid cameras swiveled to follow Dunkelzahn’s limousine. The security chief was taller than Nadja by a good ten centimeters, and significantly stronger despite her willowy stature. Brooks looked slightly uncomfortable in the midnight blue dress she wore, her muscular arms and legs seeming to strain against the confining fabric. Brooks was enhanced with the latest cyber and bioware, and she was quite striking; snow-white hair, deep brown skin, blue eyes. Almost the antithesis of Nadja’s porcelain skin and black hair.

Nadja saw that Brooks moved her mouth slightly, though no sound came out; she was subvocalizing instructions to her security teams through her internal headware. Nadja also noticed the micro-thin fiber-optic wire that connected Brook’s datajack to a tactical computer hidden inside her dress. Mimetic tape made the wiring nearly impossible to see, but Nadja was trained for such observations. She always had to look perfect for the cameras. Perfect meant no augmentation, no blemishes. No cyber. Dunkelzahn himself had been adamant about that, and since he was paying the bills, she obliged.

Brooks leaned close to Nadja. “That call,” she said, her voice pitched low, barely audible. “It was Quicksilver.” She looked at Nadja questioningly.

Nadja shrugged. She didn’t know anything about Ryan’s current mission. He never told her and she’d learned not to ask. She did miss him, though. More than she cared to admit. A sudden surge of loneliness passed over her. Their last parting had not been on the best of terms.

She sighed, deciding to put it out of her mind and get on with the business of extracting herself elegantly from the party so that she could get a little sleep before beginning the White House conversion. Dunkelzahn actually planned to do much of his work there, and he wouldn’t want to stay in human form unless it was absolutely crucial.

“Only Dark Tooth knows what Quicksilver was doing,” Brooks said, her gaze tracking Dunkelzahn’s procession as it crossed Virginia Avenue. “I was just hoping—”

An explosion ripped the night in front of them. Dunkelzahn’s limo vaporizing in an instantaneous fiery blast. A spiked sphere of plasma and searing orange heat, flashing for a second.

Then the fire was gone and only its effects remained.

What the frag?

In the moments before the blast wave hit her, Nadja saw the security limo in front of Dunkelzahn’s car lift into the air and fly forward, riding an invisible swell of heat and shrapnel. The maple trees along the median were bowed from the blast, branches and limbs stripped off, leaves turning instantly to charcoal though no fire touched them. They atomized in the burning wind.

Nadja felt a single beat of her own heart, and she knew she was going to die. The explosion was too close, the bomb too powerful. No time to move. No place to go if she could move.

Time slowed in those final instants. She saw Dunkelzahn in dragon form, his body a ghostly white behind the flash spot on her retina. He was a see-through specter, without substance. The detailed scalloped ridge of each scale glimmered with white fire, but there was no solidity to him. Nothing left, only the outline, writhing in desperate agony as his ancient flesh disintegrated.

The white glow dimmed as Dunkelzahn bellowed in pain, a thunderclap of telepathic agony exploding in her head before the physical sound of his scream reached her. A blood-red shimmer tinged his vaporized flesh in the final moment.

Then he was gone and the blast wave hit her, a wall of heat and sound, lifting her off her feet and hurling her backward through the hotel’s genuine glass facade. The windows crashed into shards around her, cutting her in a thousand places as she landed inside on the plush carpeting. Still alive. Still in one piece.

How?

Brooks jumped to her feet next to Nadja, brushing glass from her body while she subvocalized commands to her security forces. She bent down over Nadja, indicating for her not to move. Brooks scanned Nadja for injuries, and when she had determined that there were no broken bones, she helped Nadja to her feet.

What happened to Dunkelzahn?

Nadja tried to see through the crowd and the shattered front doors to get a glimpse of the aftermath, but her line of sight was blocked by an ork security guard who came rushing up to her. He was tall and bulky with cyber and augmented muscles, a first-aid bag in his hands.

“Jeremy,” Brooks told the ork, “get Ms. Daviar cleaned up and out of here fast. She’s got some cuts, but nothing serious.”

“What about you?” Nadja asked.

“I’m fine,” Brooks said. “I don’t know how or why, but I have sustained no serious injuries.” Brooks narrowed her blue eyes on Daviar. “That explosion should’ve killed us,” she said. “Should’ve taken the whole front of the hotel with it.”

“Why didn’t it?”

“Not sure yet. I’d suspect a magic shield, but it’d have to be more powerful than anything I’ve ever seen. And some of our security say they saw the blast reverse itself. Like there was some sort of implosion.”

“What about Dunkelzahn?”

Brooks shook her head. “That’s what I’m going to find out.” With that she turned and picked her way through the crowd, joining a team of her security people.

“Ms. Daviar?” It was the ork, Jeremy.

“Yes?”

“I’d like to bandage this cut on your shoulder,” he said. “Then I think we should get you away from here. There’s a car waiting.”

“Sure.”

Four other guards joined Jeremy, and they all escorted Nadja through the shattered remains of the front doors. Jeremy held her arm as she stumbled onto the glass-littered walkway and stared at the destruction. Evidence of the explosion radiated from the center of the avenue—a massive crater in the road, at least five meters in diameter and three deep. The trees around the crater’s perimeter were uprooted and bent over, all leaves stripped off, the grass around their burned trunks turned black from the heat. Taxis and limos lay strewn like flipped turtles, and the nearest hotel windows were shattered, blown in.

Was there any way Dunkelzahn could have survived? Nadja didn’t think so, and the shock of that realization made her knees weak.

The damage stopped after a point, however. Windows two stories up were completely intact, and the trees past an imaginary radius were healthy and green. The grass lush and verdant. It’s as though the blast just stopped.

Nadja followed the arc that traced the edge of the destruction and noticed that she and Brooks had been standing on the very rim. Lucky, she thought. Yet again.

An image of Ryan came to her mind, his copper brown hair blowing in the ocean breeze as they walked hand in hand. Maui. He had told her then that they were connected in some way and that luck was part of it. It had something to do with their luck. Both of them seemed to have exceptional luck.

Oh, Ryan, what did you say to Dunkelzahn? Do you know anything about this?

Jeremy rushed Nadja into a limousine and then climbed in next to her. Her world came crashing down around her as she sat, the blood from her cuts sticking against the leather seat. She put her head in her hands, and blackness crept into her vision. She didn’t know if it was shock or loss of blood, but she nearly blacked out.

What would she do if Dunkelzahn were gone? It felt like he was. That telepathic scream. How could anything, even a great dragon, survive that blast? Dunkelzahn was all she knew, all she cared about. The dragon had been her life. Her whole existence had been devoted to him.

Now, all that had changed.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

Ryan tumbled through the black sky. Plummeting. Ground rushing up, invisible in the darkness.

He heard the dragon’s voice in his memory as he fell, pivoting in the air, executing a perfect layout double somersault. Trying to slow himself. Dunkelzahn’s voice was crisp and urgent in Ryan’s mind, “…this next assignment will be the most important of your life…The fate of the world rides on this mission…

“Do not fail me.”

Blackness loomed in the heat around Ryan.

I can’t die, he thought. Because then there will be no one to carry out Dunkelzahn’s plan.

He braced himself, anticipating imminent impact.

I refuse to fail you, Dunkelzahn. I will not die here.

Any moment now…

He covered his head and face with his arms when he hit the branches. Live oak and pecan trees snagged his back and legs. He crashed through the smaller twigs first, then a large limb smashed into his shoulder. And another caught his thigh.

Then he was through the trees, and the ground rushed up like a maglev train. Black and unyielding.

Ryan tucked into a ball as he hit. Pain exploded in his shoulder and back as he rolled. The trees must have slowed him a little because he rolled downslope somewhat effectively, sliding and careening. And when he finally rustled to a halt, he focused on his pain and used magic to channel it away. Then he stood carefully and examined himself. His shoulder was the worst, dislocated from the impact. But he’d otherwise sustained only bruises and scrapes. No internal injures that he could determine. No major flesh wounds.

It’s that luck thing again, he thought.

Ryan concentrated on his shoulder for a minute as he lifted his bad arm into the fork of a tree branch. Then he probed the socket with his good arm, and with a jerk popped the ball of his bone back into place. Be good as new in a few hours; he healed exceptionally fast.

Ryan checked his equipment to make sure none of it had jarred loose. The chest holster of his Walther PB 120 jutted a little from the webbing that held the gear around his midsection, but the mini-grenades and his belt of throwing darts were still in place. He tucked his pistol back into position and slowly pulled the leaves and twigs from his clothing; they would make silent movement difficult.

The helo overhead scanned the tower and the trees with its bright white feeler as Ryan crouched in the undergrowth. He took in the hillside around him, using his magically enhanced eyesight to see infrared and heat signatures, but he came up dry. Nothing. Then he looked into the astral plane.

The trees glimmered around him, and he could see no movement. No spirits or people. Then he caught a glimpse of a figure floating above the trees, hovering against the blue-black sky. The figure looked like a human, with glowing red robes that sparkled all over as though he was surrounded by a galaxy of silver stars.

Drek, Ryan thought. A mage.

The astral image was a projection of a magician’s spirit into astral space. Shamans and mages could do it, plus certain adepts. Ryan knew he couldn’t outrun the astral form; movement in astral space was much faster than normal physical motion. But I might be able to hide from him, he thought.

Ryan flattened himself against to the tree and stood perfectly still for the moment, trying to use his aura masking to blend his astral presence with the trees around him. He needed a few seconds to weigh his options. His vehicle was up the hill, over the perimeter fence, and a half-kilometer hike away.

He’d driven up from the Aztechnology pyramid in San Antonio in a company Mitsubishi Runabout, trying to get out of the city without breaking his cover. He’d been operating under the assumed identity of Travis W. Saint John for several months. Now, his cover was as good as blown. There was almost no way T.W. Saint John would return to his laboratory tomorrow. Ryan’s best chance was to try to make it across the border near Austin and into the Confederate American States.

Ryan knew it was unlikely he would reach his Runabout without the mage spotting him or the helo closing down, but what other choice did he have? Steal another vehicle?

I could take the helo, he thought. They would never expect that.

As if on cue, the insect machine descended to land on the concrete platform next to the old tower. Ryan took it as a sign and went to work, moving in silence and stealth back up the hill. He used his magic to pass through the undergrowth without disturbing the leaves, blending his aura so that the mage above the trees would have a harder time seeing him.

He reached the edge of the concrete slab with no incidents. The mage was off scanning the trees downhill as Ryan watched the helo land. Ryan crouched in the dark hollow of the trees, and scanned the opposition.

Through the helo’s tinted macroglass foreshield, Ryan caught the shape of the rigger pilot, a woman with dark hair pulled tightly into a neat ponytail. She was straight-wired into the console via a fiber-optic cable that plugged into the datajack at her temple.

The copilot sat next to her, less visible, though his heat signature indicated an ork or perhaps a troll. Ryan guessed ork by the size, and he was packing a big weapon that Ryan recognized as an Ares Alpha Combatgun from its distinctive silhouette. The side door opened as the helo’s runners touched down, and one person jumped out—a hulking shadow of a man moving fast and smooth. Like a simsense suspense hero on double speed.

Ryan quickly scanned the inside of the vehicle while the door was open, rapidly cataloguing his adversaries. There were only two people in the back, both human. One was a standard-looking corporate security guard; the other was slumped in his seat, most likely the mage who was astral projecting. His spirit was out of his body, cruising around astral space in a search for Ryan, but it could return to his body at any moment.

Ryan kept mental track; two in front, one heavily armed; two in back. Null sheen, he thought. If it doesn’t get ugly, I can take them without bloodshed. Ryan wouldn’t shy away from killing them if it was necessary to complete Dunkelzahn’s instructions, and he was very adept at the taking of life. But more often than not, killing wasn’t necessary to accomplish his goals.

Then Ryan’s gaze was drawn to the…thing that had disembarked.

He looked human for the most part, but there was an aura of inhumanity around him that Ryan felt like a cold radiance. In the physical world, the man was very big, at least a half-meter taller than Ryan, with a density to him that spoke of cybernetic limbs and torso. Pure chrome under that vat-grown skin.

Ryan never missed a detail like that, even through the dark, loose-fitting combat fatigues the man wore. His bald head was eerily symmetrical and too small for his massive shoulders and chest. And his legs were oddly proportioned—too long in the shin for his height.

This chummer’s mostly machine. A cyberzombie.

Ryan had heard of such creatures, but this was the first he had encountered in flesh-and-chrome reality. Most of their spirit was gone, and they were supremely dangerous. Robots with a tenuous grip on the distinction between dead and alive.

In one hand, the man held a netgun poised and ready. The other was empty for the present, but a veritable arsenal hung from his belts and harnesses. In the astral, the man was a fireworks display, aglow with magic and quickened spells. His aura was a dark shadow amid the flares, and it made Ryan’s skin crawl to look at it. His aura was somehow separated from his body. Out of phase, if that was possible.

Ryan had never seen anything like it. He noticed a slight hazing in the astral wherever the cyberzombie passed. This creature was polluting astral space by its mere existence. Rumor told that powerful spells, quickened so that they had become permanent, acted like a tether to the spirit of someone who had taken so much machinery into his flesh. Un-fragging-natural.

Then he noticed the watcher spirit, a small bloodshot eye, hovering around the cyberzombie’s aura. The watcher saw Ryan, looked right at him, but it didn’t move. It was tasked for something else. Probably to warn some mage or shaman if any big astral nasties decide to take an interest in robo-slag here.

Ryan brought his vision back to the physical and took a few controlled breaths to center himself. So they plan on capturing me, he thought, his gaze coming back to the netgun. Interesting, that makes escape all that much easier. All I have to do is get past robo-slag before the helo lifts off. The slots inside will go down easy.

The cyberzombie scanned the area with intense scrutiny, and Ryan suddenly feared that his concealment magic would fail to hide his heat signature enough from this creature’s infrared sight. But the gaze passed over him without hesitation, and the man turned to survey the whole clearing.

Ryan remained absolutely silent and still, waiting for the perfect opportunity to make his move. He watched as the cyberzombie drew a taser gun from one of his belts and moved to the edge of the concrete slab. The robo-slag’s movements were superfluid and quick, decisive and precise.

He might be even faster than me, Ryan thought, which was frightening because he had never met anyone, except Dunkelzahn, who could match his speed in combat. Best to avoid a fight with this one. Couldn’t be certain of the outcome.

At the same moment, the wind beneath the helo’s rotors grew to a deafening roar, and the vehicle began to lift off. As the craft rose slightly, Ryan made a lightning-quick dash to the still-open side door. One of them inside reached to close the door just as Ryan fired a narcotic-coated dart into his chest. Silent, fast, and oh-so-powerful. The dart buried itself to
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